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The Last Horse on

Haigh

Street

by Philip O. Swanson

It's one of those truths that elernally dog us

—thal we never

appreciale anylhing (or anybody) unlil he's gone . . .

O NEw ENGLAND'S LEAST PREFOSSESS-
ing season, | think, is that time of
year that may be called late winter or
very early spring. The cold crystal
beauty that winter possessed in her
youth has been made spongy  and
drab by blustering March winds, The

trees have yet to bud, and the prass,

grodgingly  liberated by receding
patches  of soot-specked  snow, s
brown and sogey underfoot. It is as
though winter knows that she is 1o he
supplanted by her heantiful young
vival, spring, and with all the frace
ol a rain-drenched old trollop vindic-
tively gives little children measles,
or [ailing there, ruins their skating
and (lls playgrounds with puddles.

In the country this is the season
when old people die. Their Jast
strengh, spent in the strugele 1o live
through another uphill winter, leaves
them prostrate on'the threshold of a
still unsighted spring.

It was on a Sun ay alternoon in
early March that Sprague’s horse
l'?undcrctl in Black Waler Swamp,
For some reason | remember the day
very well. Grandpa and 1 were play-

ing checkers in the front room after a
big Sunday dinner. He was winning
and r_:nl-unpping as usual, and from
the kitchen came the [amiliar clatter
ol dishes, soltened by Grandma's
lhimming the last hymn of the morn.
me's service,

There was a slow clop, clop in the
street, and we looked out to see Dan
Hanson hunched on the cranherry.
box seat of a farm wapon heading
“down street” hehind the still-lepoed
gt ol old man Spragrie’s hoise,

Grandma came o the sitting
room to get a better look at who was
going by, and | remember her sput-
tering as she polished a dinner plate
that no good ever came from work
done on the Lord's day.

Two games and several cat-naps
later there was a knock at the back
door. It was Dan on foot, He had
bought six cords of wood, cut that
winter in Black Water Swamp, and
was using Sprague’s horse 10 gee it
out: but the frost was coming out of
the ground and the old horse had
sunk in a solt spot and would need
the help of several men to pet out.
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Grandpa and 1T picked up some
gunny sacks in the grain room and
hieaded Tor the swamp while Dan
went to get more help,

The trail through the swamp was
casy to [ollow, for the wagon had 1o
bend and break its way throngh the
hrush, and the big round hoolmarks
pot decper and deeper as the trail
left high eround.

When we came to the horse, only
his cars recognized our presence,
turning with us as we walked fuound
him measuring his plight. His sides
were heaving slowly and his head
moved shightly up and down with
cach deep  breath,  His  attitude
seemed to say that he had already
done his best 1o get up, and now he
would wait stoically for the creature
who had steered him into this mess
to do something about getting him
out. A young horse might have
thrashed himsell into a wild-cyed
frenzy, but Sprague’s  old plug
couldn’t afford such foolish energy

The solitude ol the swamp and the
big animal belly-deep in the muck
suggested a picture of some prehis-
toric creature held in the inexorable
grip of primordial quicksand, wait-
ing a million years for an earncst,
bespectacled scientist to stucy his [os-
silized bones.

When Dan came back with the
MacFarland boys and Herly Nelson,
there was much talk of a block and
tackle, and ol hitehing the horse 10
a truck to pull him out. But there
were only bunches of bog grass and
maple shoots for fifty yards in any
direction; so the block and tackle
iden was as larfetched as that of driv-
ing atruck into the morass.,

The only thing we could do was to
roll the horse over by the crude
strength of our numbers and try 1o
shove gunny sacks and brush under
him while he was on his side. Time
alter time we grunted together and
ralledd him over, but each time he
rolled back, trying to right himsclf,
and plunged has still bl:lc_k legs bach
into the muck to assume his old hope-

less pnsition, feantinued])
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Last Horse (continued)

The pood-natured vaillery thit hand
mivked the beginning of the strupprle
Rave way o steady  gronting ad
cursing as the iy wore i and
darkness began 1o scep into the silent
recesses ol the swamp. Iope of suc-
cess faded within us as the lioht of
day. As doubt deepened with the
darkness, we looked down with pity
at the mud-plastered back sending up
little wisps in the cvening clill,

News of the horse's phght had
spread the Tength of our stieet, and
lanterns and Nashlights beean bob.
bing toward us from the divection of
the  road. They approached  us
through the dark like punposelul
fireflies, with men's voices shouting
to lind our position.

I think everyone clse had secretly
given up hope of saving the hovse
when Grandpa came up with lus
plan. It was simple! Why hadn't we
thought of it before? From the piles
of cordwood that had indirectly
causcd all the trouble we built a solid
platform, corduroy f(ashion, along-
side the tived horse. We all knew that
this would support him, and with the
help ol the late comers we rolled him
high and dry up on the level pile of
wood. Quickly we enlarged the plat-
form so that he would have plenty
of room to gain his feet without
slipping ol into the mudl.

Now it was up to the horse. All he
had to do was gather his legs beneath
him and lunge to his feet, We waited.
The hovse didn't try o get up, so
we urped him. Grandpa old me 1o
hold up the horse's head while the
others lifted where they could. It was
no use. The old legs, still enough in
summer, were now as rigud as the
wood they lay upon. He had been
wo long in the half-lrozen muel,

Dan headed home lor his shorgun,
with old man Sprague’s permission.
The rest of us pushed and pulled

the empty wapon back 1o the road, |
loak«d hark amee nng wennvelerog] wlya

Last Horse (continued)

the old horse thought to see us pull
las wagon away and leave hom alone
with o ligheed Bintern to guide his
mercilnl doom.

Corandpa ond 1 elidn’t talk al all on
the way home, When we got into the
house it was alter ten o'clock and
Grandma ripped mmto us as soon as
she saw vs. She didn’t even ask about
the horse. Maybe she knew by our
looks.

“A young boy and an old fool cov.
ered with mud and wet 1o the <k_m
and comuin® pneumonia in the miel
dle of the night,” she sputtered. "All
[or an old horse that was too old te
wark anvwiay!” Grandpa just kept
washing up atthe kitchen sink.

“You know, Lydia,” he said finally
“That was the last horse on Hiul
Sueer” )

“Why, so it was,”" said Grandma
“Poor old thing.” LA



